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Ranger Beacher Tolbert nearly blew himself up when he and Ranger Joe Tolbert, a first cousin, dropped two or three sticks of dynamite down in the roof of a cave, with little more than a crack in the ceiling. The roof fell right on top of some outlaws they had been chasing. Beacher had turned to run, tripped and fell, nearly blowing himself up. He’d flown up in the air, losing a boot, and fell into the cavern himself. Ranger Joe Tolbert had to pull him out and told everyone he met for a month after it happened, still laughing about the sight. 

Years later, Ranger Tolbert, teacher and lawman, had been sitting in a classroom at a place called Baylor in Waco, Texas, off and on for three years trying to teach some bone-head lawmen and soon to be Justices of the Peace, along with would-be Judges, enough about what they could and could not do according to Texas law. 

It was late in the afternoon and Beacher was thinking to himself. “Is this all I’m going to do for the rest of my life?” He walked to his favorite cantina. It had a big sign outside that read “Rose’s” hung over the boardwalk. He pulled his .45 and put two holes after “Rose’s.” He hadn’t fired a gun in three years and it sure felt good. 

Waco Sheriff, Mack Boyles, walked up behind him. “Beacher, you know we got a city ordinance against firing a gun inside the city limits.” 

“Yeah, I wrote it. What about it?” Beacher asked. 

“Nothing,” Mack said. “Come on, I’ll buy you a beer.” If Mack had ever learned anything about Beacher Tolbert, it was that if the man was in a bad mood, leave him the hell alone. 

Beacher stayed in Rose’s until the moon came out, then walked to the boarding house and turned in. He laid there all night, looking at the ceiling. It had the little, metal, square, designer plates with small nails around the edges. He found one that had more nails than the others and laid there wondering why. 

Beacher was up before sunrise, sitting in a local café. He was on his third cup of coffee when he made a decision to send Austin a wire that read, “Ranger Beacher Tolbert, taking some time off. Just going to ride out west and look around some. Will wire you when I’m done.” He ordered himself a big breakfast, something he hadn’t done in a long time. After he was finished, he walked to the livery and made a deal for the tallest and longest-legged horse, the biggest in Waco. It was a big Tennessee Walker, close to sixteen hands high. Beacher still had his old saddle and bags, so he packed extra clothes and his bed roll in a new tarp. With enough food to last for a week, the Ranger left Waco, Texas for the first time in three years. 

Beacher had taken to carrying his badge in a leather folder, along with his folding money. As he rode out of Waco he was thinking, “I’m just going to drift around for a while. I’m riding west with the morning sun at my back, not thinking about anything but the world around me. I haven’t done that since leaving Illinois. Man, that seems like a hundred years ago.” 

Thinking of Illinois started Beacher to thinking about the last dance he had gone to, and all the trouble he had gotten into. A bully had pushed him off the dance floor, nearly knocking him out. Beacher had sneaked up behind the bully and whacked him across the top of his head with a pole axe. That had cost Tolbert a week in the Jefferson County jail. He started thinking of the girl he had danced with. “Get her out of your mind,” he thought. “You didn’t care much for her anyway.” 

Beacher drifted on past the Leon River and stopped at a little place near there called Gatesville. He had dinner in a café and rode on west. Dark found the Ranger at the Lampasas River. It was wider and had more water than the Leon. He made camp, and he didn’t want company. He knew he would run into the Colorado River before noon the next day. Or, at least, the maps he carried showed that he should. Some of the Texas Rangers that Tolbert had been teaching the law had talked about catfish as big as a man in the Colorado River, just north of where it met up with the Llano River. Tolbert had the idea of catching one. “I haven’t had fish to fry since I was kid back home,” he thought. 

It took Beacher longer than he figured to find the Colorado River. By the time he made camp, the sun was at the west back. “Just right,” he said to himself. He cut some bank poles and found some toad frogs. “The smaller ones work better,” Beacher thought. “Now all I need are some hooks and line, with no weights. Just run your hook under the frog’s backbone near his hind legs, and he won’t bleed a bit. He’ll swim toward the bank all night.” Tolbert knew that the forked-tail catfish was a top feeder, unlike the round-tail, yellow catfish which fed off the bottom. 

Beacher set his poles and finished his camp site. He places rocks in a circle for a fire and hug his tarp in case it rained, which was unlikely for west Texas. He built a small fire, just big enough to make coffee, and had dried beef to chew on with some old bread. He staked his horse out in the grass at the edge of the water, had some coffee, and turned in an hour or so after dark. 

A catfish flopping in the water on the end of a line, woke the Ranger up. He shook his boots out and pulled them on. He saw a small boy or girl around the age of eight years or so, in the water trying to pull in a big catfish. Beacher looked around and saw the kid was alone and his fire was out. The kid had not seen his camp, just the fish on a bank pole. He watched to be sure the little kid was going to be able to pull the fish in, as the fish looked to be larger than the kid was. The kid managed to pull the fish up on the bank far enough that it wouldn’t be able to flop back into the water.  
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